Tumor cells may circulate in medullary thyroid cancer patients independently of serum calcitonin.
Early detection of tumor relapse is a major issue in patients with medullary thyroid carcinoma. Calcitonin has been reported as a sensitive and accurate marker for recurrence of medullary thyroid carcinoma after thyroidectomy. Recent evidence nevertheless reveals pitfalls in calcitonin immunoassays due to the presence of heterophilic antibodies or macroaggregates. Calcitonin can also remain undetectable despite metastasis of rare tumor cells in thyroidectomized patients. In this context, we designed a sensitive and specific technique to identify calcitonin-positive circulating tumor cells (CTC) in medullary thyroid carcinoma. We demonstrate that calcitonin-positive CTCs are present in the peripheral blood of medullary carcinoma patients following complete thyroidectomy. Unexpectedly, the presence of CTCs could be identified up to 12 years after surgery even in the absence of detectable levels of serum calcitonin.